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White
Good Evening.  Tonight: we take a trip to Edinburgh's Princes' Street, using the very latest bus stop technology.  And why visually impaired gardeners of the year could soon be an endangered species

Clip
I produce about 5-600 pounds of potatoes in an average year; 100 pound of tomatoes and you know quite a large amount - it's enough to feed seven or eight of us and also I give quite a lot away.  So we do get a lot out of it.

White
But we'll be finding out why money for that award is drying up.  

Now there's no doubt that our item about bus travel, and the extent to which the latest audio-visual technology on buses should be a "must" rather than an occasional treat, certainly rang your bells.  We've had a big response, including Dr Rowena Forbes from Edinburgh, who says that sometimes she thinks her life runs in tandem with the topics raised on In Touch.  Very apt I think.  Well she's been trialling some talking bus stops in Edinburgh for the Royal National Institute for Blind People. There is a limited pilot scheme there which combines the React technology with the electronic bus information displayed at bus stops.  As for on the actual buses, she couldn't agree more that audio information should be included as standard. She uses buses quite a lot and mostly drivers and passengers are extremely helpful - however, she manages mainly because she knows the routes she's taking very well. She thinks she wouldn't fare so well in an unknown town, and probably wouldn't want to risk it.

Well, we decided to get her to try out the system for us.

Forbes
I'm standing at a bus stop in Edinburgh now that has the audible information system attached to it.  So there's a little pod on the side of a pole and I've got my React key fob in my hand and I'm just going to try and activate the bus stop information now.

React
Welcome to the Edinburgh bus tracker - audio trial.  You are at the bus stop on Craig Villa Park, adjacent to the church.  For further wayfinding information press the left button on your key fob.

Forbes
So I'm just going to try pressing the left hand button and see what happens.

React
Wait here for buses into the city centre.  Haymarket [indistinct words] …  the entrance is on the left, approximately 40 metres [indistinct words]… The Fort Way access is on the far side of the access road.

Forbes
I've been involved in a pilot scheme that's being run by Edinburgh City Council in conjunction with the RNIB to pilot audible information on bus stops in Edinburgh and I'm joined by Gary Wilson, who's with the public transport team of Edinburgh City Council to give us a little bit more information about the pilot and the way ahead.  So Gary, could you give us a brief overview of the scheme - what it entails and what the plans are for it?

Wilson
Well the scheme involves a bus tracker system in Edinburgh which is 400 signs on streets which provide the real time information about when the next bus is coming.  What we've done is we've added an audio capability to some of the signs on the street that allows users to access the information via audio, either by using a concessionary travel card or an RNIB - one of the RNIB React key fobs.  By swiping the card or using the fob the sign then provides the service number of the bus, the destination of the bus and the minutes until the bus is due to arrive at this stop.  We hope by providing this information we'll make bus travel a lot more accessible to people with visual impairments and provide them with a little bit more independence.

Forbes
So what do you think the future is for this scheme with the audible bus stops - do you think it will spread out across the city or will it even make it across Scotland as a whole?

Wilson
We would like to see it spread out across the city.  It's limited by the funding we have available to us but we hope to roll it out to as many signs on street as possible.  As for rolling it out around the country - hopefully that technology that can be taken by other councils and made available so that public transport becomes more accessible for everybody.

Forbes
Okay this is my bus coming now.  Okay, thanks very much.  I'm just getting off in Stock Grid, just at the first stop; could you give us a shout?  Yeah that'll be fine.  Thanks.

So I'm on the bus now and I'm having towards Princes' Street.  Generally I don't find it too difficult to use the buses in Edinburgh if I'm on a route that I know well, which is roundabout where I live and roundabout where I work.  But other than that - I mean I'm on a 31 at the moment, which I don't think I've ever been on in my life before, so I know it's going to take me to Princes' Street but I'm hoping that the driver's going to give me a nod when we're there, so I know where to get off.  

Well I think this bus pilot scheme in Edinburgh's a really fantastic idea because it allows people to be able to go to a bus stop and find out what bus is coming when, how long it'll be and where they're going.  Despite some minor quibbles about routes and so on and so forth I think it'll help blind people and partially sighted people a lot and it'll also help the wider community because anybody with a concessionary bus pass can use this system by swiping their card.  So I'm really optimistic about how this is going to expand my use of the buses in Edinburgh.

That's my stop now.  Okay thanks very much driver.

White
Rowena Forbes, and our thanks to Matthew Nelson for technical assistance. 

So what about announcements on the buses? Well we contacted Lothian buses, and they said that they had already installed audio information on half of their buses between Edinburgh Airport and the city centre, and they intended to have them all equipped by the end of the month.  They were also looking into the possibility of having them on their entire fleet of 650 buses. 

Cost of course is always the issue, but we've heard from several interested parties who want to talk to Professor Peter Barker about his challenge, made on this programme, that this equipment could be installed for as little as £2,000 per bus, as opposed to the £13,000 or so quoted by some bus companies and the Transport Department. For instance, the transport executive from the local authority in South Yorkshire is currently reviewing its vehicles, and it wanted to know more. The RNIB has also been involved in the idea of making this technology more generally available. I asked their senior business development manager, Nikki Fleming, what they were doing to make this happen. 

Fleming
We've taken the system that Edinburgh are using and Edinburgh are the first city that have started using our trigger board technology, which links to the React triggering device that some of your listeners may have come across.  And what we're now doing - we've got that trigger board as part of the React range and we are supplying it through what we call system integrators, so the people behind the real time information bus stops, the people that put them up.  They're buying these boards and integrating them before they actually go on the bus stop.  And so we're rolling out additional systems.  We have Brighton as the initial system which use React to trigger the information on the bus stops and very quickly catching them up we had Milton Keynes, who are now coming online, and we've got other ones in the pipeline who've had proposals and are starting to integrate that technology.

White
And what about on the buses themselves because I think people outside London probably get rather fed up with hearing how wonderful it is on all the London buses, how much progress are we making there?

Fleming
That's where my team are working with our campaigns colleagues and we've jointly been to meetings at the Department for Transport, for example, on how to get this really good audio-visual information that we see on board the buses in lucky places such as London rolled out across the UK.  So we've supported it at the policy level, very much linking in with our colleagues at Guide Dogs, who've also done great work in pushing this forward, and we are continuing to support that technology and to find ways that we can work with industry to get it rolled out.

White
Nikki Fleming of the RNIB.

Now ever since the first one, five years ago, we've followed the "blind gardener of the year awards" pretty closely here on In Touch. They recognise and reward the best gardener in a range of categories, and they're organised by the charity Thrive, which sees gardening as a powerful rehabilitation tool for visually impaired people. But lottery funding has now run out and the awards are coming to an end, so Thrive decided to gather together all the previous winners for one final "champion of champions" competition. The overall "super-gardener"  turned out to be Jeremy Scott of East Sussex, who only began gardening after losing his sight six years ago. Jeremy has also had to deal with heart and kidney problems. Someone else who's learnt a fair bit about gardening since the competition began is our pretty urban reporter Mani Djazmi, who was in fact a judge in Thrive's Chocolate Potato Cake section - a man of many parts Mani.  We sent him off for a look round Jeremy's garden.

Scott
There are three long rectangular shaped beds to begin with and we're on the furthest one out, which is the largest bed.  So as we're walking up the slope we're going past the potatoes at the moment - so I've got quite a large area of potatoes.  And then at the end of the potatoes we're coming to the first netted area and I've used recycled water pipe here and metal rods, reinforcing rods, to make almost like a sort of poly tunnel type structure, which is covered with netting and that's got lots of broad beans under it and we've had really good broad beans this year.  The structure is to keep the deer off; otherwise they get in and start eating them unfortunately.

Djazmi
Right, so while most gardeners have had problems with capricious weather, you're having problems with deer?

Scott
Yeah we have an absolute nightmare with the deer, being on the edge of forest here, they - in fact we've counted up to a hundred before in the adjacent field and they can come through and just completely clean us out, which they have sadly done.  So they haven't got my broad beans, which is a good thing, they're my favourites; there would be hell to pay if they got those.

To begin with it was literally just a tiny patch and then in a short space of time I became so keen on the gardening it spread really quickly and now it is quite a large area.  I produce about 5-600 pounds of potatoes on an average year; 100 pound of tomatoes and you know quite a large amount, it's enough to feed seven or eight of us and also I give quite a lot away.  So we do get a lot out of it.  For me it's become like a way of life, it literally has transformed my life, so I spend all my time out here really, even in the winter if I'm able to.

Djazmi
Have you had to make any adaptations to be able to garden as a visually impaired person?

Scott
For the first couple of years - I know this sounds silly - but I would forget that I'd got a sight problem, I would just carry on, I would listen to something on a TV programme, go out and try and do it exactly how they had said to do it, without giving consideration to my sight.  So if I'm planting using a string to guide me, if I'm sowing seed, rather than remove that string I'll tend to leave it there so that I can continue to find that area throughout the year.  It's little things like that.  I use lots of scaffold planks that I've got hold of to sort of mark things out, so I can find my way around the beds.  I try and use brightly coloured things wherever possible - my gloves - I always use bright yellow gardening gloves, so that I can find them, otherwise you spend hours on the floor crawling round trying to find the thing that you've just lost.  So I hope that I'm a bit more organised these days but I was a pretty messy person before I lost my sight and I've had to learn pretty quickly that everything's got to go in the same place at the same time, you've got to be pretty well organised.

Djazmi
So it sounds like this vegetable patch is very much your own kingdom, I mean it doesn't sound like you get any help from anyone to do your gardening.

Scott
I love it out here, it's me that does all the planning and all the planting and pretty much everything.  Having said that my mum and dad have really started to enjoy the garden as well.  My dad was somebody who hated gardening up until I started out here; he saw it as just something he had to do.  And now he quite often comes out here and just sits out here or he'll dig up some potatoes and I'm really proud in a way that it's got the rest of the family interested.  Mind you, having said that, they've got to get my permission before they do anything.

Djazmi
And so how have you learned to garden with your disability in mind?

Scott
I get people to read all the gardening magazines, I listen to all the radio programmes and the TV and that really helps with my health issues because it stops me worrying about my packed up kidney or my sight or whatever's going on and I'm more worried about why my beetroot have been eaten and I literally go to bed worrying about that.

We've had a great crop of potatoes this year.  I dug in - oh getting on for five cubic metres of manure this spring because last year the potatoes were fantastic but they got a - almost like a scabby sort of fungus, the potatoes were fine to eat but I was wondering if it was a lack of nutrient and this year certainly the potatoes have been really, really good looking, clean, enormous.

Djazmi
As a visually impaired person is it quite messy digging in manure?

Scott
Do you know I've got a strange liking for manure.  I like the consistency of it …

Djazmi
You know where you are with manure. [Laughter]

Scott
My girlfriend's little boy - honestly I'm not sure if he believes me or not when I tell him what it is but anyway he likes it because I say it's his excuse to get muddy and no one's going to tell him off.

Djazmi
You've obviously been very successful so far but in terms of what's to come, what kind of plans have you got for the future of this vegetable patch?

Scott
I've actually got big plans for this winter.  I've started to construct a large cold frame, which is 17 foot long and eight foot wide, which I need to keep all my seedlings in, that I don't sow a lot of things directly into the soil, I start them off as small plants in trays.  But the first thing that's going up is that I've got this large fence going up which will hopefully, fingers crossed, protect me from the deer.  It's a seven foot fence that's going round the entire plot, which will finally sort of give me security.  And I've just been offered another second hand greenhouse.  So I've got a lot this winter that I want to get done, I'm going to have to try and cram it all in.  This spring I bought 12 apple trees and some cherry trees and plum trees and I've got those in a temporary bed at the moment and I'm planning to plant all of those out in my fruit cage area so that I've got a proper orchard.  Talking about it I don't know how I'm going to fit it all in but I've got to - somehow I'm determined that I'm going to get it all done by the spring.

White
Jeremy Scott, living proof that gardening is good for the soul. But given that funding shortfall what are the implications for visually impaired gardeners? I've been talking to Thrive's chief executive Nikki Carruthers about its potential financial struggles. She explained what she felt Thrive had achieved. 

Carruthers
When we set off we really wanted people, despite losing their sight, to carry on gardening and to really be able to overcome some of the isolation they feel as a result of that.  And we've created all sorts of things from virtual clubs to real gardening clubs for visually impaired and right through to a whole range of information, including quite a comprehensive website called Carry On Gardening.  So I think it's been a huge success both in what's been produced in terms of material but in what's happened in people helping themselves and coming together.

White
And yet now your funding - certainly your lottery funding - has come to an end.  What effect do you think this will have?

Carruthers
Income is a challenge in this climate because whatever the funding sources there are now significantly more applications and for a charity like Thrive, who's not one of the bigger charities, we don't have the resources in terms of the fund raisers.  So some of the larger charities have hundreds of fund raisers and we don't have those.  And the sources are just not there, the income sources from the statutory sector particularly, you can imagine, and now there's huge pressure on people like the Lottery and also the trusts and the foundations.

White
You say there's an enormous amount of competition, I mean can you put that perhaps in numbers for us - do you know how many people are going for the same bit of cake as you are?

Carruthers
Well if I give you one example.  In a recent application we were told there were 7,000 applicants for a fund which will give awards to seven charities.  And they would have historically had a thousand applications a year as opposed to 7,000 for one round.

White
So in blunt terms what effect do you think this is going to have on the work that you do?

Carruthers
I think it's a bit early to say but I think we will have to think very carefully about all the groups of people that we help and what we can realistically offer them in terms of our services.

White
So I mean in terms of things like gardener of the year and so forth, which obviously takes funding, can that kind of thing go on?

Carruthers
Not at the moment.  The way that we will support visually impaired is by continuing to offer a free information service and the publications that are already developed but we won't be able to create anything further for them.

White
Nikki Carruthers of Thrive.

And that's it for today, but we of course welcome your comments as usual - your reactions your suggestions on 0800 044 044, or you can e-mail us through our website: that's bbc.co.uk and then go to in touch via Radio 4. There's a podcast of today's programme from tomorrow. 

And by the way we'd also be very interested for a future programme in hearing about your hospital experiences. If you've recently lost your sight, how much support were you given there and then as you got the bad news and if you've been in hospital for any reason, how well do you feel the staff recognised and allowed for your sight loss? Do let us know.  That's it for today.  From me, Peter White, my producer, Kathleen Griffin, and the team, goodbye. 


